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Introduction
In 1997 the Dearing Report 1 advocated that the goal of universities should be to 'inspire and enable individuals to develop their capabilities to the highest potential levels throughout life, so that they grow intellectually, are well equipped for work, can contribute effectively to society and achieve personal fulfillment.' 2 Just over ten years later Ramsden's Report on The Future of Higher Education Teaching and Student Experience asserted that within the UK 'the quality of our students' experiences is among the best in the world'. 3 However, several challenges were identified in the Report, not least the challenge of how to respond to evolving student expectations and how to maintain and enhance student engagement. Research suggests that students appear to have difficulty in making the transition from a highly structured learning environment into one where they must take responsibility for their own progress. 4 Students are
often unaware of what study at university will entail in terms of academic workload, contact hours, independent learning and research. Indeed the Ramsden report claimed that "a greater variety of students has inevitably increased the range of expectations" 5 This diversity in the student population unavoidably poses additional challenges for universities and their staff. If we are to meet these challenges and improve the quality of their learning experience, particularly in the first year of study, then we need to engage students in a learning partnership. Ramsden ) available at http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/consultations/paulramsden_teaching_and_student_experience 4 Ramsden (n 3) 2 5 Ramsden (n 3) 3. This variety includes "students with caring responsibilities, students who are less well prepared academically, less able, or less independent as learners, students living at home, students working significant hours off-campus in paying jobs, students with a disability, students learning in the workplace, international students whose first language is not English, and so on."
advocates that "Student involvement in quality processes should start from the idea of building learning communities. Practically speaking, this involves shaping student expectations of their role as responsible partners who are able to take ownership of quality enhancement with staff and engage with them in dialogue about improving assessment, curriculum and teaching." 6 Universities are therefore being asked to attract and retain students by providing an enhanced student experience that ensures they graduate to become successful, productive citizens. 7 Central to achieving this is the idea of student engagement. Trowler asserts that 'if student engagement can deliver in its promises, it could hold the magic wand of making all of this possible '. 8 In 2010 the Higher Education Academy (HEA) commissioned a literature review to provide a more holistic overview of what is meant by student engagement. 9 The review recognized that there was no single definition of engagement, but suggested an inclusive definition that reflected more than just involvement or participation, but required "feelings and sense making as well as activity." 10 In the HEA Review the characteristics of the term 'student engagement' are further defined as being 'concerned with the interaction between time, effort and other relevant resources invested by both students and their institutions intended to optimize the student experience and enhance the learning outcomes and development of students and their performance, and reputation of the institution'. 11 The responsibility for student engagement thus 6 Ramsden (n 3) 16 7 Vicki Trowler, "Student Engagement Literature Review" (The Higher Education Academy, 2010) 2 8 Trowler (n 7) 2 9 Trowler (n 7) The review surveys literature from diverse perspectives, including student feedback, student representation, approaches to learning, and learning development. 10 Trowler (n 7) 5 11 Trowler (n 7) 3 4 lies with both individual students and their institutions. 12 It requires both 'quality of effort' on the part of students to participate in activities developed for them and also for institutions to consider the needs of their students and respond accordingly. On the basis of this review the HEA published their 'Framework for action: enhancing student engagement at the institutional level'. 13 For the purposes of this paper we are focusing on the Developmental Model of Student Engagement (DMSE) identified in the Framework for Action. This model 'locates students as partners in a learning community, and is based on constructivist notions of learning such as the co-creation of knowledge by learners and teachers." 14 This model places greater emphasis on student growth and development, and is primarily concerned with the quality of learning and the personal, mutual and social benefits that can be derived from engaging within a community of scholars'.
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This article evaluates the implementation of a peer support scheme as a means of promoting student engagement and enhancing the first year experience. Drawing on existing literature and original empirical research conducted at the University of Ulster, it addresses key themes in student engagement, including the management of the first year experience to ensure that the degree program is delivered in a way that both engages and empowers new students. 16 The article therefore evaluates the use of peer support as a means of encouraging student engagement specifically targeted at first year law students. This evaluation focuses on three key outcomes of the project; aiding the transition from school to university; fostering a sense of belonging within the university; and improving student learning and enhancing student confidence in their subject.
Section one will place the project in the broader context of student transition and the impact that failure to make the transition from school to higher education can have on student engagement and therefore performance. Section two will then consider the ways in which Peer Supported Study Sessions (PASS) can be used to aid the transition to higher education by fostering a learning community within the first year cohort. Section three will evaluate the success of PASS as a means of facilitating transition and thus strengthening student engagement with core law modules. This will be done in light of the dual aims of fostering a sense of belonging within the School of Law itself and also increasing confidence in the subject matter. Finally section four will discuss some of the key challenges faced during the project and consider the further research questions presented by the project. The focus of the paper is therefore on student engagement.
The question of the relationship between peer assisted learning and academic performance at Ulster is evaluated elsewhere 17 .
The key salient theme, which is as applicable today as it was when first promulgated thirty years ago, is that students need to be successfully integrated and engaged within their institution both academically and socially. peer support and the use of PASS can aid engagement with the institution and empower students by creating a 'learning community'.
The Problem of Transition.
Student transition is defined as the moment when a student moves from school to university. It has remained a problematic issue within the realm of higher education. Research and statistics 19 suggest that students find it difficult to make the transition from a highly structured learning environment (school) to one where they must take responsibility for their own learning and progress (university). 20 It is evident that starting university can be a very daunting and overwhelming experience. The key challenge for higher education institutions appears to be how can we make students' experience at university more pleasant and welcoming? How do we encourage a sense of belonging?
The University of Ulster Teaching and Learning Strategy 21 identifies research by Yorke and Longden 22 which suggests that teaching and learning strategies should be oriented to enhance the experience of all students, albeit with a particular emphasis on first year, first semester students.
Within the School of Law we have been faced with several problems such as high failure rates in certain modules, a high attrition rate and perceived student disengagement. It is claimed that in order to enhance retention and success we need to discover what our students really want, 7 identify their needs and adapt accordingly. 23 Kember, Lee and Li claim that 'it is only through a holistic evaluation of the initial student experience that good practice can be highlighted and aspects that need improvement discovered'. 24 In the 2009/10 academic year we thus conducted a 'First Year Review' which identified that whilst students' expectations of a law degree were generally being met there were significant issues that merited attention, namely the fact that students were struggling with the independent nature of a law degree and the demands placed on them by staff who failed to comprehend the level of anxiety in first year. The School placed significant value on indentifying the concerns of the first year students and it was in this context that we embarked on the pilot project outlined in this paper.
In the School of Law at Ulster the curriculum is kept under periodic review. In the 2009/10 academic year the course team engaged in a review of the first year student experience, the assessment regime and learning outcomes for the first year. There appeared to be anecdotal evidence which suggested that first year students were having difficulty in their transition throughout year one with particular emphasis on the core law modules required by the professions. This was further supported by the fact that certain modules within the first year were increasingly deemed to be 'at risk' i.e. had an annual failure rate at the first attempt of over 15%. 25 Law students are expected to be among the most able and confident of all students.
Typically law courses have high asking grades and the expectation that this creates is that students entering first year will be self motivated and confident learners who should be able to cope with the demands of learning law. However law is also one of the most independent Within the review of the first year curriculum there was a clear focus on enhancement of the student experience. 26 The School believed that an informed understanding of student expectations would enable specific needs to be identified and addressed with a view to enhancing the student experience, thereby enhancing the quality of the degree programs and ultimately having a beneficial impact upon the legal profession.
As part of the Review existing first and second year students were surveyed. The aim of the survey was to identify issues with the delivery of problematic law modules that could be 9 addressed by providing a more supported learning experience. Whilst only a snapshot is provide here, the comments received in the course of the review demonstrated overwhelmingly that students had difficulty not so much with the actual material, but in coping with the way in which the program was delivered. Many of them did not appear to understand the nature of a university education and appeared to require more basic assistance in the transition from school to university. Examples of general comments received included:
 Too much independent study is required  There is insufficient explanation of how to study  Too much reading is expected  There are not enough pointers on how to read textbooks  Involves more critical thinking than was expected  Expected the course to be simpler  Expected a lot more input from teachers  A lot of work must be done outside class time.
These comments demonstrate a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of third level education, highlighting the identified difficulty that students faced in making the transition from a highly structured learning environment into one where they must take responsibility for their own progress. The problems that this appeared to be presenting were that students were becoming disillusioned with their course of study. Where they felt they were unable to keep up with the level of study required they simply disengaged from the subject. Attendance at seminars fell and performance in assessment reflected this lack of engagement. There is thus a direct link between transition and engagement. The process of transition is crucial in fostering confidence in 10 first year students both in terms of adapting to a less structured leaning environment as well as learning new skills. If this is not successfully managed then the student is likely to struggle. As a result of the first year review, a number of remedial measures were taken to address these perceived difficulties including the redesign of various aspects of the curriculum. The development of PASS was part of this work by attempting to introduce a more collective element into the study of law. It was hoped that PASS would encourage greater interaction between students at an early stage and thus promote peer learning and a greater level of engagement both with the School and with the subject.
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Why PASS?
It is widely recognized that ever increasing demands are being placed on academic staff to continually improve teaching quality whilst at the same time coping with fewer resources and an increasingly diverse student population. In is in this context that peer tutoring in one form or another has attracted considerable interest. 28 Many terms are used synonymously (peer tutoring/peer support/peer assisted learning) to describe the use of more able or more experienced students to help less able or less experienced students to learn. It is difficult to give just one definition of peer tutoring and in this paper we are referring to the model of Peer More often than not peer support is viewed as supplemental to teaching activities and is often perceived as targeting those students who are 'at risk' i.e. those most likely to fail or leave university. Whilst this is true to a certain extent of our own project we are also conscious of the more salient issues of transition and student engagement. Black and MacKenzie argue that for peer support to be effective it 'must be part of the fabric of the institution and be seen by students as mainstream practice, which is there to enhance the student experience. 30 This, however, requires significant investment in terms of time and resources. Most peer support schemes will clearly identify whether the primary focus of the scheme is for 'Survival' or 'Success'? Black and MacKenzie advocate that peer support can offer something more than just tools for survival;
it can also 'offer the opportunity to develop skills and attributes that will enhance students' lives beyond the subject of study…and thus enhance their success both at university and in wider society'. 31 Traditionally PASS would be used to provide targeted support for students on modules which were known to be particularly challenging for students with resultant high failure rates. 32 PASS thus has a predominant focus on academic achievement. 33 developments have taken place in the field of peer learning and it is now recognised that 'social and emotional gains now attract as much interest as cognitive gains'.
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To date research has deemed that PASS can play a major role in enabling universities to fulfil
Dearing's goals. 35 In particular, Dolan has suggested that peer assistance 'supports academic teaching, enhances the students' learning experience, reduces attrition and most important of all enables the students to develop confidence with the subject' they have chosen to undertake.
36
Black and MacKenzie go further than this by suggesting that rather than viewing peer support as simply a response mechanism that will enhance knowledge or skills in a particular subject, we should view it as 'potentially transformative'.
37

Implementing PASS@ Ulster
The University of Ulster Teaching and Learning Strategy 38 states, inter alia, that the mission of the university is to provide excellent learning opportunities that are student centred. This mission is underpinned by four key strategic aims, the first of which is to enhance the quality of the student learning experience. This is further broken down into key supporting objectives. These are characterized by a commitment to student centred teaching, learning and assessment; provision of a safe yet challenging learning environment and the opportunity for students to learn with and from their peers. Within this strategy there is also explicit recognition of the role that peer support can play in supporting learning. To establish the PASS system in law the first year students were divided into groups. Each group was assigned two PASS Leaders. The groups were based on the students' normal seminar group of 15 students. Leaders had been recruited and trained on their role as leaders. Ten Leaders were recruited to facilitate five groups as group leaders generally work in pairs. Applications for the leadership role were sought on a voluntary basis. There was no formal selection process or criteria applied, in particular academic performance was not made a strict criteria. 42 This decision was made on the basis that the purpose of the sessions was to allow first year students to learn from the experiences of the more senior students. For some this may have included experiencing difficulty with study skills or receiving disappointing examination results. It also reflected the underlying principle of PASS that the senior students are not expected to engage in academic tuition, but rather to facilitate peer learning between the first year students themselves.
The role of the Leaders is to liaise with the group to agree topics for discussion and to ensure the 39 One of the named objectives of the strategy is to "provide opportunities for (peer) supplemental instruction targeted at high risk modules/and or courses. University of Ulster (n 38 ) 40 Condell and Pratheepan, (n 32) 41 An evaluation across all 3 disciplines can be found in Melanie Giles et al. (n 17) 14 session is clearly structured. The Leaders had been trained in techniques to use for structuring the sessions and to facilitate small group discussion. The PASS sessions were available to all students registered for Introduction to Law. Each PASS session was timetabled for one hour a week at a time likely to suit students. 43 The sessions took the form of small group facilitation.
Students would compare notes and deadlines, clarify issues, critique, question and seek verification of ideas. These additional informal and confidential sessions did not replace lectures or seminars but were designed to supplement them. On-going support was provided to the PASS Leaders through weekly debriefing sessions with the module co-ordinator and the Law Academic
Co-ordinator for PASS. 44 This weekly meeting also provided a forum for PASS leaders to raise any difficulties students had been experiencing with the module. advocated that the idea of PASS is a crucial element of supportive intervention to aid student transition from the school to university.
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In the first phase of the pilot project in 2010/11 focus groups were conducted with PASS attendees. The qualitative findings highlight the positive benefits of PASS and provide a sense of how it is helping students to clarify their learning. Using qualitative feedback from these focus groups, the following section explores how PASS provided opportunities for students to build supportive networks, to ask questions, make mistakes and build up confidence. In this way PASS appeared to promote the three aspects of engagement identified by Trowler; behavioural, emotional and cognitive. 47 Trowler suggests that if these three dimensions are present then students would be expected to be behaviourally engaged, in that they attend and take part in classes; emotionally engaged, in terms of developing interest, enjoyment and a sense of belonging; and finally cognitively engaged, in that they would be invested in their learning.
When viewed in these terms there are a number of key features of PASS that make it particularly suitable for first year students.
Adapting to University Life
The concept of peer support has been defined as 'the role other students play in a student's academic learning, social well-being and familiarization with the institution'. 48 The use of the student peer group as a facilitator of learning for students is particularly appropriate where students are new to higher education. Research has suggested that peer assistance appeals more to new students because it supports 'the acquisition of knowledge and skill through active helping and supporting among status equals and matched companions.' 49 The scheme operates on a horizontal axis in that first year students learn with and from each other and to a lesser extent, a vertical axis as more senior students facilitate the learning process. 50 . The dual horizontal and vertical aspects of PASS mean that students are encouraged to get to know not only their own peer group but also to interact with senior students who can share their experience of higher education with them. Our research has suggested that this is one of the key benefits of PASS for first year students. This applies particularly to the process of adapting to university life. Older students are arguably better equipped to support first year students in making the transition than academic staff. 51 This is also borne out in research by Moust and Schmidt, who found that 'students felt peer tutors were better than staff tutors at understanding their problems, were more interested in their lives and personalities…" 52 In essence, many found it easier to relate to a peer than to an academic. PASS provides a pathway for higher year students to pass on their experiences of their first year to new students. This contextualizes the university setting for new students and enables them to learn from real and recent experiences.
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The PASS sessions also offer a forum for students to meet each other. First year students can feel isolated by the independent nature of university study. Providing additional contact hours in the 49 Topping (n 34) 50 For an explanation of the horizontal and vertical aspects of peer support see Fiona Black and Jane MacKenzie (n 16) 51 One student commented that "You can relate to them because usually like a lecturer or seminar leader are that much older than you but they have went [sic] through the same experience as you just last year so they sort of had experienced the same problems". embraces an open to all policy and encourages all students to participate. In this way it is implemented as a framework to enable students to support each other, 57 thereby easing the transition and fostering a deeper engagement both with the university and with the course of study.
Developing Study Skills
PASS sessions should focus on both the learning process and on content. This enables PASS to address issues relating to study skills (for example note taking) as well as content which is proving difficult for students. It can help support students in those first few weeks when they are feeling overwhelmed with the demands of university study. Academic staff often expect new 54 Alison Bone found that a large majority of students felt that face to face contact with other students in a classroom or similar setting was an essential part of the learning environment for students. students to have the skills and ability to be able to undertake independent study and may be dismissive, albeit unintentionally, of students anxieties. However, PASS can provide key support in this transition process.
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At Ulster PASS was initially attached to Introduction to Law, to a core module which all law students must undertake in semester one of first year. We felt that this was the most appropriate module to attach PASS to as this module aims to develop the skills needed to study law and provides the underpinning necessary for the study of all other law modules on the degree. The rationale for attaching PASS to this module was thus to provide dedicated support for the students at a time when they would most need it. The results from the First Year Review had clearly indicated that students did not understand how to be a successful law student and attaching PASS to the introductory module was a strategic decision. It was designed to facilitate engagement and foster supportive networks amongst the first year students and in turn alleviate their anxieties about the study of law.
One issue that is particularly pertinent to student transition is the directed study versus independent study dichotomy. Whereas directed study is used during the students' school years, universities attempt to empower the student by providing them with the opportunity to control their own learning. However limited oversight often leads to a lack of understanding of what is expected. 59 One of the main reasons for the lack of understanding stems from the students' inability to adjust to the responsibility of structuring their own learning. Research has advocated that this dramatic change to self directed learning is unacceptable. For example, Tinto has argued that 'universities must provide faculties with the pedagogical and assessment skills they need to establish conditions in their classrooms that promote student involvement, learning and retention of information.' 60 Assertions such as this suggest that universities have responsibility to ensure students progress and cannot solely rely on individual student motivation to independently study.
PASS can address transition, and by extension, engagement issues by encouraging students to work with each other, by teaching them about self discipline and how to manage their own learning and by engaging in continual assessment through session exercises. The student must learn how to self-measure their performance within the formal spectrum of university. University of Ulster research suggests that PASS can help with informing students of the level of commitment required for them to fulfill their academic potential at university. Due to the need for equity there is little opportunity for the student to gain feedback prior to the formal submission of their assessments and it is this gap that PASS is aimed at addressing and helping to aid a 'learning community.' It could be argued that PASS is the medium required and that it is equitable. Firstly, it is open to all students and therefore no student can be disadvantaged in any way. Secondly, it is optional meaning students are free to choose their path in university without being penalized. For example, some students prefer to work on their own and develop their arguments through individual thought and rationale. The idea of PASS being optional also protects the students who do not feel that PASS can benefit them. 
V Tinto Establishing Conditions For Student Success
Increasing Confidence in Law
Although the role of PASS is not to replace academic tuition, and student leaders should be facilitators and not lecturers, PASS also has benefits in terms of increasing student confidence and engagement with the subject matter. This is particularly the case with modules where students disengage due to the perceived difficulty of the subject.
In second semester of first year PASS session were attached to the Introduction to Property Law module. Its value for Introduction to Property Law lay in creating a space for students to discuss new and sometimes difficult concepts without the fear of embarrassment that many would feel speaking in a seminar.
61 This is particularly true with Property Law where students need to learn new terms and concepts that are unfamiliar to them. It was also hoped that engagement with PASS would also translate into improved seminar attendance through increased student confidence in their ability to understand the subject and interact with the tutor and the class.
"Face to face" contact with other students has been identified as integral to the student learning environment, 62 and a project of this nature allows for a structured form of interaction between tutor, senior student and student which increases the support available to students in a manner that is not always possible given time and teaching constraints.
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While the PASS project in the School of Law had primarily been aimed at facilitating the transition to university, it was felt that there was potential for benefits in terms of subject matter confidence as well. PASS sessions aimed to promote critical enquiry and reflection and build 61 One student commented that '…you can ask your PASS leader questions that you may not specifically want to or feel comfortable asking your lecturer. They are always really helpful, pointing you in the right direction' .Similarly, another student suggested 'You can ask questions that you wouldn't normally ask your lecturer because they might think that you are a bit silly for asking them' 62 See Bone (n 20) 63 Bone (n 20)
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confidence through encouraging students to orally articulate what they know about their subjects. 64 Crucially these sessions are student led and address specific difficulties that students have experienced in their own study and students are clearly placing value on the extent to which PASS can aid their understanding the subject. 65 Property law is traditionally a difficult subject, and one with which students struggle. It is regarded by some academics as outdated as it engages in the use of archaic terms along with concepts that have little relevance to the modern world. 66 Exam results and coursework performance suggested that first year students found this difficult to adapt to. 67 Furthermore, the law attendance figures have demonstrated that students have struggled to engage with the module. With property law being a subject with its own conceptual framework and language, failure to attend classes will normally translate into poor exam performance. Statistics showed that students were disillusioned with the subject and the University of Ulster has attempted to reverse this problem through PASS. With the right environment, property law can be engaging and its doctrinal nature also means that if skills are effectively developed it is a subject which can help to foster an identity of 'self as law student' amongst the students, given its specialized nature and vocabulary. By attaching PASS sessions to this module it was hoped that the peer support mechanism established in the first semester could contribute more substantively to engagement with core law modules.
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Evaluation: The 'PASS' Effect
Black and MacKenzie contend that students need to be successfully integrated into higher education from both a social and academic perspective, and this has formed the basis of the PASS project in Law at Ulster. Drawing on much of Tinto's work which is central to the issues of student retention and student engagement they argue 'that peer support can, in the right circumstances, contribute to student's social and academic integration'. 68 They also contend that 'interaction with peers can aid engagement with the institution through the motivational aspects of experiencing a 'sense of belonging''. 69 Student engagement has been defined by Hu and Kuh
as 'the quality of effort students themselves devote to educationally purposeful activities that contribute to desired outcomes'. 70 Cognisant of this we wanted to explore the extent to which students were participating in PASS and to identify if PASS was helping students to feel legitimated and supported by the creation of a learning community, both key facets of student engagement.
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Further evaluation was then conducted. In a climate where non-attendance at lectures and tutorials appears to be a growing trend, there is a need to more fully explore students' motivations to engage with the learning environment and to identify the reasons why some students are reluctant to expend the 'quality of effort' that is required. 72 In this way, it might be possible to shape the future delivery of programmes to more accurately reflect the needs of 23 students which seems to be particularly important amidst the claims that students are too often presented as the customers of engagement as opposed to the co-authors. 73 Statistical analysis further supports the claims made by individual students in the focus groups.
In 2011/12 we distributed a questionnaire across all 3 disciplines operating PASS at Ulster (Law, Psychology and Maths) to enable us to more fully explore students motivations to engage with the PASS process and in particular, to identify the reasons why some of our perhaps less able students are reluctant to expend the 'quality of effort' that is required to attend PASS regularly.
Students were asked to identify themselves as either occasional attendees (1-4 sessions) or regular attendees (5-8 sessions or more). 53 first year Law students completed the questionnaire out of a total cohort of 74. This was a response rate of 72%. Out of the 53 students 37 (70%)
classified themselves as regular attendees. 15 (28%) were occasional attendees. 1(2%) questionnaire was missing.
When asked 'Do you think PASS was worthwhile? The responses were as follows:
YES -38 students (71.7%), 35 of whom were regular attendees.
NO -6 students (11.3%) , 1 of whom was an occasional attendee and 2 were regular attendees.
UNSURE -9 (17%), 6 of whom had never attended a PASS session and 3 who were occasional attendees.
Student motivation was thus a key aspect of the evaluation and we were interested in ascertaining how motivated students were to study in general and to attend PASS. We then looked at the results to see if there was any correlation between motivation to study in general 73 Ramsden (n 3) 7
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and motivation to attend PASS. Students were asked 'How motivated are you to attend PASS regularly?' with responses based on a scale of 1 to 7 with 1 indicating not at all motivated and 7 indicating very motivated. We took a response of above 4 to indicate motivation. 26 students (51%) indicated that they were motivated with 11 (20.8%) of the respondents indicating they were 'very motivated' to attend PASS regularly. When asked 'How motivated are you to study generally?' 37 students (69.8%) declared they were motivated with only 3 (5.7%) indicating they were 'very motivated'.
With regard to study motivation occasional attendees had a mean score of 5.3750 and regular attendees a mean score of 4.9459. Whereas with regard to PASS motivation occasional attendees had a mean score of 2.5 and regular attendees a mean score of 5.2973. There does not therefore appear to be a direct correlation between those students who are motivated to study generally and those who are motivated to attend PASS regularly. It is clear that in terms of motivation more students were 'very motivated' to attend PASS than to study generally. This suggests that from the student perspective PASS delivers added value to the university learning experience. Indeed there appears to be significant support for PASS from those who choose to attend. The most striking results can be seen from those who attend on a regular basis. One aspect of the questionnaire was to explore the overall experience and attitudes to PASS. Students were asked, for example, to indicate their agreement with statements about how they found PASS sessions and how they felt by the end of PASS sessions on a 5 point Likhert scale anchored 'Strongly Agree', 'Agree', 'Neutral', 'Disagree', and 'Strongly Disagree'.
The results for regular attendees are shown below in % for how they found the PASS sessions: In response to this question 75.6% of regular attendees either agreed or strongly agreed that PASS enabled confidence building in the subject. Occasional attendees did not seem to attach the same value to the sessions with only 37.5% agreeing that the sessions aided confidence building.
Further 31.3% of these students remained neutral. Value was also placed on PASS as a means of enhancing learning with 76.7% of students indicating it was 'satisfying to be able to complete answers'. However, in terms of the intellectual aspect of PASS it is clear that the majority of students (72.9%) felt that it was 'intellectually easy/simplistic' and only approximately a third (32.4%) felt that PASS was 'intellectually stimulating/challenging'.
Our findings show that students are participating in PASS and place significant value on PASS in the context of their learning experience. Harper and Quaye, however, point out that engagement requires more than just involvement or participation. It requires feelings and sense-26 making. 74 It is more than simply taking part in an activity there must also be some sense of interest and enjoyment or sense of belonging. The results suggest that the overwhelming feature of PASS is a sense of enjoyment, an emotional aspect of engagement, with 86.4% of regular attendees claiming that the sessions were 'enjoyable'. Students were then asked to indicate how they felt by the end of PASS sessions. The questions were focused on the extent to which PASS increased their confidence and knowledge in their subject and the extent to which PASS dealt with transition issues. In response to this question 75.7% of regular attendees either agreed or strongly agreed that it made them more confident in their subject (see table below From an academic perspective it is evident that PASS is enhancing the student learning experience and allowing students to develop confidence and knowledge in the subject and increasing student satisfaction with law. As well as academic benefits there is also clear evidence In the questionnaire students were given a list of seven aspects that summarise the positive advantages of PASS and asked to tick all that applied. When asked what they liked most about PASS students overwhelmingly (94.6%) claimed that it was the 'less formal, comfortable and relaxed atmosphere, with the freedom to ask questions and no pressure to answer correctly'. It is the freedom to make mistakes in a safe environment which attracts students to attend PASS. For first year law students significant value is also placed on interaction with their peers and being able to explore issues that are presenting problems for them. 75.7% of students claimed that 'being able to discuss with peers the questions and get explanations for the answers' was what they liked most about PASS. It is clear that PASS is a providing a supportive environment for students to communicate and learn from each other. These responses back up the comments 28 made in the earlier focus groups. 64.9% of students said that the social aspect of PASS was what they liked most whereas only 43.2% indicated that what they liked most was that PASS 'helped in learning and understanding the topics. This could be interpreted as students not feeling that this was the most important aspect of PASS for them.
Whilst we are encouraged to facilitate small group work at institutional level in order to facilitate communication and interaction this does not seem to be a crucial issue for students with only 32.4% claiming that 'working in small groups' was the best aspect of PASS and 29.7% claiming they liked one-to-one/face-to-face help'. We had one disillusioned student who said there was 'nothing' about PASS they liked best! Access to more experienced peers and being able to relate to peers is one the central features of PASS. The results from the questionnaire clearly show that the 'quality' of the leaders is crucial to the success of scheme. Our findings also show that the attributes of the leaders is fundamental to enhancing the student experience. Students were asked to indicate whether their leaders were supportive, informed, considerate and encouraging on a 5 point Likhert scale anchored 'Strongly Agree', 'Agree', 'Neutral', 'Disagree', and 'Strongly Disagree'. The results were very reassuring with the vast majority of students either strongly agreeing or agreeing that the leaders were supportive (97.3%); informed (81.1%); considerate (89.2%) and encouraging (94.6%).Clearly leader empathy towards the first years helps makes PASS a more rewarding experience. These findings further strengthen the conclusion that the space for social interaction and forging a learning community both with peers and senior students is a vital aspect of transition and engagement for first year students.
While the results of the two-year study at Ulster suggest that PASS can help to promote student engagement through the creation of a learning community, Topping warns that 'it would be unwise to seize upon peer tutoring as a universal, undifferentiated and instant panacea'. 75 We must be mindful that it not simply a matter of selecting and training higher year students (leaders), putting them together with first year students and hoping for the best. We know peer tutoring works but only if it is properly organized and implemented well. Along with the positives of PASS there are also various challenges. One of the major challenges the University of Ulster has faced has been the level of student engagement as evidenced by the low occasional attendees. The students that attended regularly benefited from the sessions. However there was also a significant number of students who did not engage with the PASS sessions at all. In these circumstances it is difficult to make a claim that PASS can, in and of itself, contribute to broader goals such as student retention. In order to evaluate and move towards addressing this challenge we conducted a focus group with students who had decided not to engage with PASS.
On a very basic level, the low level of engagement was attributed by students themselves to laziness. Students felt that because the PASS sessions were not compulsory and attracted no academic credit that they did not need to stay for them. 76 This was combined with the fact that there was a gap of one hour between the first year lecture and the PASS sessions (sometimes referred to as twilight sessions). Many students stated that they simply did not wish to wait around for an extra hour to go to the PASS sessions. 77 This had been presented in the focus groups as a factor that could prevent some students from attending PASS. This was backed up by the results of the questionnaire where 35.1%.of students cited the time of day as what they liked least. This represents part of a broader and more structural difficulty faced when trying to address student engagement. Students tend to commute to the University and are not in the habit of remaining on campus to engage in independent study. Also many students are in part time employment which restricts their freedom to spend longer hours at the campus. While these issues are beyond the control of the School, or of the University more broadly, they nevertheless have a significant impact on the success of a project such as PASS. The low numbers also impacted negatively on the experience of those who did attend PASS. Those who attended regularly expressed regret that more people had not been involved as this would have raised the quality of the discussion and of the overall experience. 78 However, some students felt that the low turnout meant that it was no longer worth engaging with the project and withdrew as a result.
More substantive issues were also raised over the nature of the PASS project and the relationship between peer support and academic guidance. For the students who attended the focus group and who had clear reasons for not attending the PASS sessions this was a more pressing issue than timetabling. This tension presented itself most clearly in relation to the role of the PASS leaders.
PASS is intended first and foremost as a supplement to academic instruction. The role of the PASS leaders is to facilitate discussion within the group and not to provide academic tuition.
Many students felt that this model worked for the first semester when they were new to 77 "The time, it is quite late. We have a long break between our lecture and the PASS session, like a two hour break and people just go on home because they don't want to wait for PASS."
78 One regular attendee commented that "it would be a lot more effective if there was more [sic] attendance… " 31 university life and needed a supportive older student who could answer their practical questions. 79 However, when it came to the more substantive topic of Introduction to Property Law in the second semester, students felt that academic guidance would have been a more valuable contribution and as PASS leaders could not or would not provide such guidance students decided that PASS was no longer beneficial to their study. 80 This clearly highlights a tension between the original model of PASS (whereby academic tuition is precluded) and the needs of the students who expect guidance on difficult substantive topics. This is a tension that needs to be carefully considered in terms of how PASS can be developed to meet the academic needs of students without compromising the original aims of PASS. This also raises secondary issues related to the approach of PASS leaders to their task. For example as one student pointed out, 'Looking back at last semester I think it took the PASS leaders a while to settle in as well and understand what way the PASS session was to work and what they were to do with us. Like the first couple of weeks were a bit drab and I think that is why the numbers dropped and people decided not to come anymore'. Similarly the findings from the questionnaire suggest that the lack of academic content put some students off attending PASS sessions. 24.3% of respondents felt that too few sample questions and assessment topics were covered. This reinforces the findings from the focus groups and leads us to conclude that generally students seem to prefer a more structured approach.
Finally, it is clear from the results of the focus group that the quality of leadership was variable.
This appears to be attributable to varying perceptions of the role of the PASS leader. While some 79 This distinction was summarised by one student who commented that "At the start it was good because you were new to university and you didn't know any of the processes… so you could ask the PASS leaders and they would… tell you the answers and guide you on what to know. But on an academic level it wasn't that good." 80 Another disillusioned student commented that "They said they couldn't give us the answers, which was really disappointing." leaders were highly commended for their efforts, there were allegations that others had been at best ambivalent, or worse had provided misleading information. Although attendance had generally been extremely good, focus group analyses suggested that lack of structure in some sessions and the limited effectiveness of some leaders may have deterred some students from attending their PASS sessions. 81 . This clearly raises a significant issue of quality control, and highlights the need for a rigorous selection procedure for potential leaders. The variation in PASS leaders also helps to distinguish between supporting learning and providing academic guidance. Students, within the focus group, also suggested that structured academic content would have improved their experience of PASS. The question of where to draw the line between facilitating peer learning and providing academic tuition is the most significant challenge to come out of this project. The model of PASS does not envisage an academic role for the group leaders. However, the results of the focus groups suggest that students would prefer a more academically structured approach to the study sessions. This is a question that will require ongoing consideration in the context of peer assisted learning in law.
Conclusion
Having explored the various problems universities face in relation to new students, it can be concluded that PASS can make a positive contribution to student transition and engagement. The problem of student transition can be eased through the use of PASS with its ability to 'support academic teaching, enhance the student learning experience, reduce attrition and most important of all enable the students to develop confidence with the subject' they have chosen to 81 As one student commented, 'I think it works well if it's done well if you know what I mean. If the leaders are doing what they are meant to be doing it works, but when they are just having a chat there isn't much point in going, you could do better on your own' 33 undertake. 82 It could be suggested that PASS can help by informing students of the level of commitment required for them to fulfil their academic potential at university and further contextualizes the university setting.
The concept of PASS helps develop a student centred approach to teaching and learning which promotes 'teamwork, problem solving, negotiation, decision making and management of self and others' 83 Furthermore, PASS provides a safe, yet challenging learning environment that supports students to engage and learn alongside fellow students from diverse backgrounds and identities.
The idea explicitly aims to widen participation by providing a support mechanism which is aimed at helping students stay in higher education. This fits in well with the School of Law's aim to support student learning and promote the development of skills and attributes to strengthen student's employability. 84 Students' perceptions of their PASS experience and their group leader's contribution revealed that first year law undergraduates found PASS a highly valuable learning experience. In particular, they found the less formal, comfortable and relaxed atmosphere of the PASS session provided them with greater freedom to ask questions and exerted less pressure on them to answer questions correctly than a more formal staff-led session.
Students also found the sessions increased their understanding of weekly Law topics covered.
Finally, it is evident that PASS has the potential to have a positive impact within the university sphere. The main attribute PASS contains is its ability to aid the process of student transition. Universities need to keep to pace with students' needs and expectations. Our findings demonstrate that PASS can help do this and serves a dual function -making students feel at home in the University, and also delivering results in terms of increased confidence in subject matter. PASS can be more than just a survival tool. There are significant social and emotional gains for those students who attend. The findings must not be overstated due to the relatively small sample involved but they are nonetheless significant. They confirm and reinforce the existing literature on the value of peer support, particularly in the context of first year transition.
The evaluation affirms that when students 'engage' the benefits for them are manifold. PASS allows those students who regularly attend to gain a sense of social cohesion with their peers and a 'sense of belonging' within the law department. PASS is not a panacea, it is not a 'magic wand' to all transition issues but as part of a transition framework it provides an opportunity for first year students to learn with and from each other allowing them to develop as independent learners and becomes more confident in their subject whilst having fun. It provides help and support for contemporary first year students when they need it most.
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